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41. ENGLISH PHONETICS. INTRODUCTION TO THE SOUNDS OF ENGLISH AND THEIR REPRESENTATION.
1.1 Definition of Language.
Prior to trying to provide the latest tools and techniques that will allow us to succeed in the teaching
of English literacy within Spanish speaking classrooms, we must somehow define what a language is.
According to Sapir:
Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of communicating ideas,
emotions, and desires by means of a system of voluntarily produced symbols. These
symbols are, in the first instance, auditory and they are produced by the so-called ‘organs
of speech’ (1921).
From Sapir’s definition of language we must keep in mind at least three very important concepts.
The first one is that languages are systems of symbols. As a system, we must not forget that there are
relatively fixed relationships amongst these symbols. In order to learn a language, we must know not only
what these symbols represent, but also which the relations between the symbols are.
The second concept to take into account is that these symbols have been produced arbitrarily and
voluntarily, which explains the great variety of languages in the world and why there are no logical reasons
for assigning specific symbols to each concept represented. Spanish, for instance, is a language with a noun-
gender system, that is, the inventory of nouns is divided into a set of genders: masculine and feminine. In
other noun-gender distinguishing languages like German or French, nouns are classified differently
according to their gender. Therefore, the gender classification of words must be regarded just as a type of
classification. In fact, the word ‘gender’ comes from Latin ‘genus’ which means ‘kind’.
5Thirdly, the oral nature of these symbols needs to be fully understood. All languages are oral and
just some of them have got a written code attached to the oral language. In that sense, as teachers in
English or as teachers using English as a medium of instruction, we must make sure the oral language is
properly taught before assigning written forms to those sounds that have been learnt.
Otherwise, the relationship between the sounds and their written form will not be fully
understood, leading to having students trying to pronounce English written texts according to the phonetic
rules of their own language. The result is some sort of language having nothing to do neither with English
nor with Spanish, and therefore useless to communicate. To sum up, we can conclude that what cannot be
pronounced cannot be written. Hence, first we must teach how to correctly speak the language and then
how to properly write that spoken language.
Once we have a suitable definition of language, let us review some of its features which are
essential for the purpose of this course. Hockett (1960) identified thirteen main features of language that
distinguish human language from any other communication system. From them, we consider five to be
essential for this course.
FEATURES OF LANGUAGE
(according to Hockett)
Semanticity This feature refers to the relatively fixed associations between elements of
messages (e.g. words) and the concepts they represent.
Productivity Language provides the ability to say things that have never been said or
heard before and still these new messages are understood by other speakers
of the language.
Cultural transmission Human genes carry the ability to acquire a language, but the particular
characteristics of any language are transmitted by learning and teaching,
within the members of the culture that speaks the language.
6Arbitrariness The links between the elements of the message and their meanings can be
arbitrary.
Duality of patterning Languages have a few groups of phonemes that are combined to form tens
of thousands of words
1.1.1 Roman Jakobson’s Function of Language Theory
In order to be able to interact with speakers of the language we are studying, it is important to
know the different functions of language that we will need to make use of in conversation. The structuralist
linguist Roman Jakobson (1960) suggested six essential functions of language that help us understand which
are the ways we use our language.
FUNCTIONS OF LANGUAGE
(according to Jakobson)
Referential function This function is about describing what we see, about what is happening
around us. The descriptive discourse is an example of it.
Emotive function By means of this function, we express our emotional state, making a more
personal use of language.
Conative function This function of language has to do with commanding and requesting.
Poetic function The poetic function involves choosing our words wisely, that is, how
thoughtful we are when we speak. Wemust be careful when communicating
in a foreign language, always keeping in mind the target culture.
7Phatic function Making use of this function, we try to engage our interlocutors. Knowing
how to start and stop successful conversations is a basic skill for all language
learners.
Metalingual function This function deals with the process of analysing the language. It has to do
with the knowledge of the grammar of the language we are using.
1.2 What Is Linguistics?
Once the notion of language has formerly been briefly defined, together with some of its more
remarkable features and functions, it is advisable to delimit the scientific branch thatstudies it. Hence, we
can define linguistics as the scientific study of human language. Although human language has been a topic
of study for quite a long time, it has been generally agreed that linguistics became a scientific discipline with
Ferdinand de Saussure’s book Course in General Linguistics in 1916 and its further publication in 1977 by
his students after his death. Linguistics is opposed to the more traditional approach of philology, which
deals with the historical development of languages through texts and the relationship with languages and
culture along time.
When Noam Chosmky published Syntactic Structures (1957) and Aspects of the Theory of Syntax
(1965) a new paradigm was emerging. He meant to clarify why any child is capable of producing an infinite
number of sentences never heard of before by making use of a finite set of linguistic elements (phonemes,
graphemes…). In his earlier books he believed that language is genetically present in the human mind and
that language learning is the unconscious construction of a grammar. In recent years, linguistic disciplines
such as sociolinguistics, pragmatics and discourse analysis have been more concerned with language use,
emphasising the importance of the context.
81.2.1 Linguistic Branches
Linguistics, as a specialised field, studies all different aspects of language in a scientific way through
observation, measuring, and analysis. Originally, linguistics dealt with three basic patterns: sounds
(phonology), words (morphology and syntax), and meaning (semantics). These three aspects have been
historically considered the core of any language: its grammar. However, more recently, linguistics has
developed to be considered a fast-changing scientific discipline. Accordingly, there has been an increasing
number of subfields that cope with the different parts of the language. In the last years, these linguistic
branches have been paying special attention to language use and conversation (pragmatics).
The social difference within a language is studied by sociolinguistics. The relationship between the
language and mind is developed by psycholinguistics. Stylistics deepens into literary language. The way a
given language changes throughout history is studied by historical linguistics. The analysis of the different
types of language is studied by typological linguistics.
Other linguistics disciplines are applied linguistics (language teaching), philosophical linguistics
(philosophy), anthropological linguistics (anthropology), computational linguistics (artificial intelligence),
and lexicography and terminology (dictionary making).
1.2.2 Phonemes vs. Allophones
A phoneme is the smallest unit of sound which can make a difference in meaning when compared
to other sounds of the same language. The difference in meaning of words such ‘cap’, ‘cat’, ‘can’, ‘cash’ is
produced by just one sound. The sounds /p/, /t/, /n/ and /ʃ/ (in bold) are different phonemes. English has
44 basic phonemes: 24 consonants phonemes and 20 vowel phonemes including 12 vowel sounds and 8
diphthongs. If we do not pronounce properly, we will not be able to teach to write correctly.
9Not all English phonemes differ from the Spanish ones, both languages share many sounds.
However, it is necessary to learn how to pronounce all 44 sounds of the English language. Catalan has a few
more sounds than Spanish and these sounds exist in English. Voiced /v/ in ‘veure’ or ‘canvi’ is the same as
English /v/ in ‘voice’ and ‘envy’.
Allophones are distinct variations of a phoneme, that is, different ways of pronouncing just one
phoneme depending on the position of the sound within the word (initial, final, medial, etc.) or the
environment (the other sounds next to that phoneme), or regional accents. Speakers of a language in
normal speech do not differentiate allophones because allophones do not help to distinguish one word
from another. That is to say, different accents of a language do not produce misunderstandings, despite the
variations of the pronunciation of phonemes there is a common understanding: mutual intelligibility.
1.2.3 Phonetics vs. Phonology
Once we differentiate between phonemes and allophones, which is the discipline that studies each
of them? Phonetics or phonology? Although these two linguistic branches tend to be equally used, they are
different disciplines with different, specific objects of study.
On the one hand, phonetics is the branch of linguistics that studies how the sounds of a language
are produced; e.g. the /b/ in ‘book’ and the /b/ in ‘comb’ are produced differently. Therefore, phonetics is
interested in the material, physical aspects of the sounds, that is, the organs and mechanisms required to
produce the sounds and the way these sounds are perceived. Phonetics therefore studies allophones.
On the other hand, phonology studies the sound elements of a language in relation to their
function. That is, phonology studies phonemes. In this course we will use the term phonetics, although what
we will be really studying is a combination of both phonetics and phonology.
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1.2.4 Minimal Pairs
When teaching English, it is useful, especially for young learners, to practice with minimal pairs.
They are a pair of words (or a set of words) with the same number of sounds, being these sounds displayed
in the same position and different from each other in one sound only.
The examples used before; ‘cap’, ‘cat’, ‘can’, ‘cash’ are examples of minimal pairs. Minimal pairs
are a useful way to practice sounds in context and also to show the learner how important correct
pronunciation is. If we do not pronounce correctly we are not saying what we mean to say. In the English
as a Second Language (ESL) classes for young learners there must be lots of activities and exercises to
practice minimal pairs; e.g. drills, riddles, tongue-twisters…
Spanish students tend to get confused with sounds and letters since Spanish spelling is more
phonetic than in other languages such as English or French. Despite some exceptions Spanish is pronounced
quite the same way it is written. English is not a phonetic language at all and therefore there are many ways
of writing one sound, and similarly one sound can be written using different letters or groups of letters.
1.2.5 Homophone vs. Homographs
The term homophone refers to two or more words pronounced alike but different in meaning (as
the words to, too, and two). That is, a character or group of characters pronounced the same as another
character or group of characters. Examples of this would be ‘tale’ and ‘tail’, ‘wood’ and ‘would’, ‘knight’ and
‘night’.
Similarly, two or more words spelled alike but different in meaning (as the ‘bow’ of a ship, a ‘bow’
and arrow) are known as homographs. For example, the word ‘record’ in the following two sentences:
Do not forget to record the documentary.
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He has broken the world record twice already.
1.3 The English Alphabet.
The English Modern Alphabet corresponds to the 26 letters of the Latin alphabet. Nevertheless,
these letters as pronounced in the ABCD song have not much to do with their actual pronunciation in the
different words in which they appear. An example would be the letter ‘a’ which is pronounced /eI/ when
singing the ABCD song. This sound /eI/ is indeed an English diphthong similar to the Spanish pronunciation
in ‘¿coméis?‘.
In the word ‘cat’, however, the letter ‘a’ is pronounced /æ/ whereas in ‘car’ the letter ‘a’ ‘is
pronounced /a:/. The letter ‘a’ is pronounced /eI/, like in the song, mainly in stressed syllables when it is
followed by a consonant plus an ‘e’ at the end of the word. Other examples would be ‘date’, ‘fake’, ‘ape’
and ‘babe’ and so on.
In order to shed some light to the cause of this common feature of the English language, some basic
notions about the history of the English language will be introduced further on in this manual.  It will be
then clarified, for instance, why in English there are quite a few silent letters within common use words.
For instance, ‘b’ in ‘climb’ and ‘doubt’, ‘l’ in ‘could’, ‘should’ and ‘would’, ‘h’ in ‘hour’, and so forth.
Correspondingly, another striking feature of English that we encounter when teaching very young
learners is that different pronunciations of the same letter can be found in many of the words used by
English teachers in the early years; ‘u’ in ‘sun’, ‘unicorn’, ‘put’, ‘blue’,… which are pronounced /ʌ/, /ju:/, /ʊ/
and /u:/ respectively. Nevertheless, the new phonics approaches have provided appropriate training to this
feature of the English language. An introduction to these techniques will be developed in depth further on.
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1.3.1 Equivalence Letters-Sounds
In the case of learners of English as a foreign language, the English pronunciation adds a difficulty.
It has been agreed that in English there are about 44 speech sounds regardless of accents. When learning
English, students (and the non-native teachers or teachers not having achieved a bilingual or C2 level) must
be aware of such a difference. In other words, English has far more different sounds than Spanish and they
need to be correctly reproduced.
In addition to this, the alphabet which we use to write English only has 26 letters. To represent
these 44 sounds in English with only 26 letters, we make use of combinations of letters. The Latin alphabet
used in English was not designed for its sound system which has its origins in Old German and was
influenced along time not only by other Germanic languages but also later and largely by French, due to the
Norman invasion of England in the 11th century. Therefore, English spelling cannot be learnt by knowing
the language itself; it is a separate set of rules that needs to be taught/learnt accordingly (in a phonics
course).
a. Digraphs
They are individual sounds of English which are written using two letters. That is, when two letters
are together producing just one sound and the sound produced is not the sum of each of the letters used.
For instance the sound /ʃ/ which is commonly written using ‘sh’ as in ‘shop’ and ‘fish’. The sound resulting
sound /ʃ/ is not the sum of the sounds /s/ as in ‘sit’ and the sound /h/ as in ‘horse’.
b. Trigraphs
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A trigraph is a combination of any three individual letters to produce a single consonant sound, a
vowel sound or a diphthong sound. That would be the case of ‘tio’ for producing the sound /ʃ/ as in the
words containing ‘nation’ such as ‘generation’, ‘medication’ or ‘imagination’. An easy to understand
example of a trigraph would be the different spellings of the diphthong /aI/ in the figure from the next page:
Figure 1: English trigraph example from ‘Teacher’s Pet’ website.
It is important to understand the difference between digraphs and diphthongs. To put it simple,
digraphs refer to letters whereas diphthongs refer to sounds. A digraph occurs when two letters produce
one single sound. Examples of some common digraphs that form a consonant sound in English are ‘ch’ as
in ‘chair’ and ‘much’, ‘ck’ as in ‘clock’ and ‘ph’ as in ‘phone’. Examples of digraphs that produce vowel sounds
in English are ‘ay’ as in ‘play’, ‘ee’ as in ‘sheep’ and ‘oo’ as in ‘book’. The list of digraphs in English is long.
We must keep in mind that the digraph is the combination of the two letters, not the sound
produced by this combination. In the case of the above examples the digraphs are ch, ck and ph and not
the sound they produce, i.e. /ʧ/, /k/ and /f/. The same is to be applied to the digraphs that produced vowel
sounds: ay, ee and oo and not the sounds produced /eI/, /i:/ and /ʊ/.
1.3.2 Grapheme-Phoneme Relationships (Spanish vs. English)
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In Spanish, despite some regional accents, there is fairly general equivalence between the letters
and the sounds they represent. Letter ‘c’ before vowels ‘a’, ’o’ and ‘u’ will always sound like /k/ and before
vowels ‘i’ and ‘u’ will sound /θ/. More clearly, letter ‘m’ will represent in Spanish the sound /m/ regardless
of any letter placed before or after. Rules are fewer in number compared to English and the exceptions are
minimal or non-existent. Hence, we say that Spanish is a highly phonological language due to its great
correspondence between phonemes (sounds) and graphemes (their written representations).
On the contrary, in English there is no one to one relation between the system of writing and the
system of pronunciation. In other words, one letter can represent different sounds and the same sound can
be represented in written English using different letters or combinations of letters. This aspect makes
English a language in which it is difficult to teach how to read and to write properly. Even literate native
speakers need to check spelling more often than Spanish speakers.
1.4 RP and GA English.
Many students of English as a Foreign Language do not know that there is not only one English
language. All the diverse varieties of English language present differences in the pronunciation of words.
This is perceived especially in the way the different vowels and diphthongs are pronounced. It has been
mentioned before that English has 20 vocalic sounds, so the fact that speakers of different regions modify
these vowel sounds in words adds again an extra difficulty to learners of English when it comes to listening
comprehension and writing.
All these varieties are called accents and they are related to the geographical, cultural, social and/or
educational background of every single speaker. The most accepted and prestigious accent (or standard) is
the RP English (Received Pronunciation).
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It is the English traditionally spoken in the BBC radio stations and television, a fact that is more
recently changing. Additionally, it has also been related to the universities of Cambridge and Oxford. It is
the English spoken by the Queen and the Royal Family. Currently RP English is more commonly referred to
simply as BBC English. RP English and GA English (General American) are the most studied varieties of
English language worldwide. Most dictionaries and grammar books take them as models.
RP English is also accepted as the variety used to teach English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in most
European countries. However, despite the importance of RP English in the teaching practice, only few native
English speakers use this accent. RP pronunciation is the model we will use in this manual, although
students of EFL need to be exposed to all different accents for a better and more complete learning, the
same way they are exposed to all sorts of accents in their native language.
1.4.1 IPA symbols
To represent the basic sounds of spoken languages, linguists use a set of phonetic symbols called
the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). This alphabet was created in the late 1800’s and early 1900`s by
the International Phonetic Association and although it has been reviewed on several occasions it remains
as the most reputed and widely used technique for representing the sounds of the different languages in a
standardised way.
The IPA symbols, which can be found in the most important dictionaries, do not only refer to the
sounds of English but also of all other languages, however, we will be using just the ones of English as
appearing in Adrian Underhill’s phonemic chart.
Nowadays, some dictionaries and phonics programmes instead of representing sounds with IPA
symbols, they make use of other symbols to represent sounds, including letters of the Latin alphabet.
Perhaps, dictionaries may only use letters of the Latin alphabet to represent sounds instead of the
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traditional IPA symbols as the English phonics programmes do. However, unless there is common
agreement on replacing the IPA symbols for the new symbols of the commercial phonics programmes, we
must use the IPA symbols.
1.4.2 Speech Sounds in English vs. Speech Sounds in Spanish.
Underhill in Sound Foundations (1994) highlights the physicality in the process of learning to
produce English sounds. That is, the same way a person who does not know how to dance a certain type of
music can learn to dance it by learning to move muscles and parts of the body, Underhill considers that
pronunciation is a muscular activity as well. So, we need to make the pronunciation physical in our students
by teaching them how to move muscles and bones as well as how to control the vibration of the vocal cords.
In sum, grammar and vocabulary learning is a cognitive activity, but pronunciation is a muscular activity.
He considers that mere repetitions do not work, on the contrary, that traditional drilling worsens
the learning process. English teachers cannot just tell their students: 'repeat after me', every time they do
not know how English words are to be pronounced. On the contrary, he suggests that we must let students
get inside their body and reconnect with the muscles needed to pronounce. We need to help them develop
the method to get rid of the habit of mother tongue. Using the salsa learning metaphor, with pronouncing
we use the same body but different habits.
For Underhill, the physicality of pronunciation can be viewed quite simple. It requires only the
functioning of 4 basic buttons (muscles), namely: lips, tongue, jaw and voice (vibration of the vocal cords).
The lips adopt two positions, round or spread. The tongue can be found in four positions; up and down,
back or front. The jaw can be open or close. Finally, the vocal cords can make a sound voiced or voiceless.
In his workshops and book he develops a training of how to properly use these tools to achieve English
pronunciation.
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His book is designed for teachers of ESL and together with the necessary theoretical backgrounds
to explain the characteristics of the English pronunciation, he provides many activities that can be done in
the classroom to train those buttons. As it repeatedly mentioned, in any phonics programme in order to
teach the correspondence between sounds and their written representation, correct pronunciation is a
must. Therefore, his book, his workshops and even his videos on the internet will be useful for teaching
correct pronunciation.
Underhill connects those sounds which are similar to others, enabling students to learn to
pronounce/produce a large number of English sounds without much effort, not having the impression that
learning the English sounds is a task impossible to accomplish. It is important in the classroom to have his
phonemic chart at reach in order to explain all the sounds.
We must keep in mind that English and Spanish share some sounds. Regarding the 24 consonant
sounds of English, 15 of them are almost the same and just 9 are different, from which 2 are recognisable
and only 7 are completely new to Spanish speaking people. The common consonant sounds are /p/, /t/, /k/,
/b/, /d/, /g/, /ʧ/, /f/, /θ/, /s/, /m/, /n/, /ŋ/, /l/ and /j/.
The sounds /t/ and /d/ in English can be considered allophones of Spanish /t/ and /d/, they just
sound to us as cowboys or American people speaking. A good way to learn to produce these sounds in
English is to fake an American accent and say short sentences containing these sounds: tengou dos dedous,
¿cuantousdedoustienestu? Students usually laugh at this, but it helps them remember English /t/ and /d/
are slightly different to Spanish /t/ and /d/ but still we can recognise these sounds when we hear them.
Similarly happens with English /ʧ/ so close to Spanish ‘charco’, /ŋ/ in Spanish pronunciation of
‘mango’ and the English semivowel /j/ in ‘yes’ which can be recognised by Spanish speakers in some
pronunciations of Spanish ‘llave’.
The consonant sounds in English which can be considered different phonemes to those in our
language are /ʤ/, /v/, /ð/, /z/, /ʃ/, /ʒ/, /h/, /w/, /r/. They are present in words such as ‘George’, ‘vehicle’,
‘these’, ‘zebra’, ‘shop’, ‘vision’, ‘horse’, ‘water’ and ‘robot’. However, Spanish speakers can recognize
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English /h/ in the pronunciation in Andalusia of Spanish /χ/ in ‘José’. It also happens in some rhotic
pronunciation (American) of the /r/ in ‘car’ and ‘hard’.
Regarding vowel sounds, the differences between English and Spanish are in this case enormous.
The Spanish vowel system does not distinguish between long and short vowels, which is one of the most
important features of the English vowels. Also, the most common sound of English, present in most
unstressed syllables, the sound schwa /ə/, is both difficult to hear by the ears of Spanish speakers and
difficult to reproduce. This sound is also the starting position when speaking in English and it is far more
relaxed than any sound in Spanish.
Therefore, the vowel sounds of English with no similarities in Spanish would be all long vowels: /a:/,
/ɜ:/, /i:/, /ɔː/ and /u:/ present in ‘dark’, ‘bird’, ‘feet’, ‘door’ and ‘room’. If we pronounce short Spanish
vowels when we should be pronouncing long English vowels we will be saying different things to what we
think we are actually saying: as if we said ‘casa’ instead of ‘cosa’, ‘cura’ instead of ‘cara’. For English speaking
people, the effect is the same and it can create lots of confusion and misunderstandings. Even those vowel
sounds which are closer to the Spanish ones /ʌ/, /e/, /I/ and /ʊ/ in ‘much’, ‘leg’, ‘pig’ and ‘book’ are
pronounced in a more relaxed way.
Apart from long and short vowels, the openness and closeness of English vowels is more extreme
than that of Spanish vowel sounds. The same happens with the place of articulation: English vowels are
produced further to the front and further to the back than Spanish ones.
Lastly, it is important to make our students aware that even though the number of sounds in English
is larger than in Spanish, this number is limited, since sometimes our students have the impression of not
knowing all the sounds of English, and therefore they get disappointed and confused. Once they learn how
to recognise all 44 sounds of the English language they will feel more confident and their learning will be
smoother. If this knowledge of the 44 sounds of English is achieved, in any English word our students hear,
they will try to match each recognisable English sound with their stock of 44 sounds of English they should
be already acquainted with.
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1.5 Classifying the English Sounds:
As already repeatedly mentioned, the English language presents a problem, for teachers and for
learners, because English pronunciation varies from its written form and is somehow unpredictable to
Spanish speakers. Phonemes hardly ever correspond directly to the letters used to spell them.
The group of letters ‘-ough’ is a clear example of this lack of consistency. For instance, in though,
through, thought, cough, bough and hiccough the blend ‘-ough’ is pronounced differently; /əʊ/, /u:/, /ɔ:/,
/ɒ/, /aʊ/ and /ʌ/. Some other examples of different letters or group of letters that combined produce one
single sound are:
- the phoneme /ʃ/ in ship, passion, portion...
- the phoneme /iː/ in me, meet, meat, people, key...
As we can see both phonemes can be written differently in these words by means of the
combination of single letters and/or different digraphs.
1.5.1 The English Vowel System.
Vowel sounds in all languages are produced when the air-stream that is expelled by the lungs makes
the vocal cords vibrate not finding obstruction in the vocal fold that could produce friction. Vowels are
always voiced and they are distinctively formed mainly by the position of the tongue and, secondarily, by
the shape of the lips, and movement of the jaw.
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Different vowels are determined by how high the tongue is raised in the mouth and by whether it
is the front, middle or back part of the tongue which is being used. The following chart shows the different
pronunciation of English vowels according to the horizontal position of the highest part of the tongue.
VOWELS
Front Back Central
/iː/ Feed /ɑː/ Card /ɜː/ Bird
/ɪ/ Bid /ɒ/ Cod /ʌ/ Bud
/e/ Bed /ɔː/ Cord /ə/ Cupboard
/æ/ Bad /ʊ/ Good
/uː/ Food
Figure 2: English Vowel Classification.
c. Short and Long Vowels
In the English vowel system seven vowel sounds are short and five are long. Depending on the
position of a vowel in a word, and of the word itself, the length and the sound of the vowel may change.
The same way that in English all the letters or combinations of them do not produce the same sound in all
words, the vowel length also varies in the different words where they appear.
But, how do we know if a vowel is short or long? Next, we have Paris (2014) hint in order to know
how to pronounce short or long vowels in a word.
The easiest way to remember the difference between short and long vowels is by remembering the rule
about long vowels, specifically. If a word with a certain vowel in it says the name of the vowel, then that
vowel is making a ‘long’ sound. By ‘name’ we mean, the name of the actual letter. When we look at ‘a’
we pronounce it /ā/, or ‘ay.’ This is the first letter of the alphabet, and when looking at the isolated
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letter, we will refer to it by its name: the way we say it when we begin to recite the alphabet. This is
known as a long vowel sound, because it says the ‘name’ of the letter. The same goes for the other
vowels (Paris, 2014).
The long and short English vowel sounds are to be classified into:
- 5 long sounds: /i:/, /ɑː/, /ɔː/, /uː/ and /ɜː/.
- 7 short sounds: /ɪ/, /e/, /æ/, /ɒ/, /ʊ/, /ʌ/ and /ə/.
d. Spanish Vowels within the English Vowel Quadrilateral Chart
As repeatedly remarked, the 5 vowels in Spanish produce 5 vowel sounds whereas in English they
produce 12 different sounds. In the chart below we can compare which are the closest position of the
Spanish vowel sounds in comparison with the English ones. Although the sounds are not the same, the
places in the mouth where vowel sounds are produced in both languages are quite close.
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Figure 3: English vs Spanish Vowels Classification (Kester & Brice, 2009).
1.5.2 English Diphthongs and Triphthongs
A diphthong is a glide from one vowel to another and the whole glide acts like one of the long
simple vowels. That is to say, diphthongs should take the same time to pronounce as long vowels. For
example ‘cow’ and ‘car’ should take the same time. English diphthongs are classified into three groups:
DIPHTHONGS CLASSIFICATION
end in /ə/ /eə/ There /ɪə/ Here /ʊə/ poor
end in /ɪ/ /aɪ/ Bite /eɪ/ Day /ɔɪ/ boy
end in /ʊ/ /aʊ/ Now /əʊ/ Note
Figure 4: English Diphthong Classification.
Triphthongs may sound different depending on who pronounces them. Sometimes the three sound
vowels can be heard, sometimes the middle vowel sound may disappear and other times the first vowel
sound is pronounced as a long vowel and the last two vowel sounds disappear.
TRIPHTHONGS
/aɪə/ tire
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/aʊə/ tower
/əʊə/ lower
/eɪə/ layer
/ɔɪə/ Loyal
Figure 5: English Triphthongs.
1.5.3 The Consonant System.
As far as consonant phonemes are concerned we may say that consonants vary depending on
where and how the air stream gets through the oral cavity, the place and movement of the tongue and also
whether the voice intervenes or not in the production of the consonant sound.
Consonants can be classified according to voicing, place of articulation and the manner of
articulation:
a. Voicing
Depending on whether the vocal cords vibrate or not, the sounds will be either voiced or voiceless.
VOICED vs. VOICELESS CONSONANT CLASSIFICATION
16 VOICED /b/ /m/ /d/ /z/ /n/ /l/ /r/ /j/ /v/ /ɡ/ /ŋ/ /w/ /ð/ /ʒ/
/dʒ/ /h/
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8 VOICELESS /p/ /t/ /tʃ/ /k/ /s/ /ʃ/ /f/ /θ/
Figure 6: Consonant classification according to whether the vocal cords vibrate or not.
b. Place of Articulation
Depending on the position of the soft palate, they will be oral or nasal. All consonants are oral
except for /m/,/n/, and/ŋ/. Here the soft palate is lowered and all the air passes out through the nose.
According to the place of articulation (depending if the sound is produced in the mouth or the
throat) they can be classified as follows:
CONSONANTS CLASSIFICATION
(PLACE OF ARTICULATION)
3 Bilabial /p/ /b/ /m/
7 Alveolar /t/ /d/ /s/ /z/ /n/ /l/ /r/
1 Palatal /j/
2 Labiodental /f/ /v/
4 Velar /k/ /ɡ/ /ŋ/ /w/
2 Dental /θ/ /ð/
4 Post alveolar /ʃ/ /ʒ/ /tʃ/ /dʒ/
1 Glottal /h/
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Figure 7Consonant classification according to the place of articulation.
c. Manner of Articulation
There are 24 consonant sounds in English according to the manner of articulation (how the breath
is used).  Consonant phonemes are:
CONSONANTS CLASSIFICATION
(MODE OF ARTICULATION)
6 Plosives /p/ /b/ /t/ /d/ /k/ /g /
2 Affricate /tʃ/ /dʒ/
3 Nasal /m/ /n/ /ŋ/
1 Lateral /l/
9 Fricatives /f/ /v/ /θ/ /ð/ /s/ /z/ /ʃ/ /ʒ/ /h/
3 Semi-vowels or
approximants
/w/ /j/ /r/
Figure 8: Consonant classification according to the mode of articulation.
Next, a phonetic chart of the English 44 phonemes has been attached, which summarizes all the
different classifications mentioned above. This chart has been adapted from Adrian Underhill popular
layout of the 44 phonemes of Received Pronunciation (RP) and has been adapted by EnglishClub.com.
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Figure 9: Adrian Underhill popular layout of the 44 RP phonemes adapted by EnglishClub.com.
1.6 Suprasegmental (prosodic) features
Underhill (1994) classifies the teaching and learning of pronunciation in three levels, namely sounds
in isolation, words in isolation and connected speech. Up to this point we have studied the production of
the English sounds, vowel sounds and consonant sounds which combine to produce syllables, words and
sentences. These combinations of individual sounds correspond to what his first level is. Suprasegmental
or prosodic features refer to all the other elements in pronunciation occurring simultaneously with vowels
and consonants in speech, which also influence meaning. Some of them are explained below.
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1.6.1 Stress in Simple Words.
One of the most important features of English is the stress pattern in words. In English there are
two types of syllables, stressed syllables and unstressed syllables. Within the stressed syllables, we will find
syllables with a primary stress and syllables with a secondary stress.
Compared to Spanish, the difference between stressed and unstressed syllables is enormous. In
English the frequent use of the phonemes /ɪ/, /ʊ/, and specially /ə/ (in 60% of unstressed syllables) makes
these syllables difficult to be perceived by the listener. Long vowels and diphthongs (more frequent in
stressed syllables) are much easier to be heard than these vowel sounds.
Secondly, stressed syllables are louder, longer and usually higher in pitch. The sounds in stressed
syllables may be more clearly articulated, in particular the vowels. The vowel sounds in unstressed syllables,
on the contrary, sound less distinct suffering a reduction. Even diphthongs sound less clear in unstressed
vowels. Even consonants in unstressed syllables may be more weakly pronounced or even not articulated.
English stressed vowels require so much energy resulting in unstressed syllables being hardly
pronounced. That is why even in those words which are similar to Spanish, it is still difficult for the non-
native speaker of English to recognise them. Also, stress is frequently placed in a different syllable than in
Spanish: ‘language’, ‘vegetable’, ‘garage’ and ‘chimney’. The tendency in spoken English is to pronounce
simpler, which increases the described effect. Unstressed syllables are purposely reduced to the minimum.
As Underhill states, it is as important to teach to stress some syllables in English as to unstressed some
others.
Both the primary and the secondary stressed syllables can easily be perceived in contrast to
unstressed ones. The secondary stressed syllable has less energy than the primary stressed one. Usually,
long vowels and diphthongs in secondary stressed syllables reduce their length. They are present in Latin
origin words and in compound words. They can be found most frequently two syllables before the primary
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stress syllable, but on occasions it can also be found in the first or second syllable right after the primary
stressed one.
1.6.2 Stress in the Sentence.
English is a stress-timed language as opposed to Spanish which is a syllable-timed language. In
Spanish all syllables have more or less the same length. Therefore, themore syllables there are in a sentence
the longer this sentence will be.
In English, not all syllables have the same length, some are long and some are really short. English
stressed syllables are uttered at approximately regular intervals of time regardless of the number of
unstressed syllables in between. That is, between one stressed syllable and the next one, the native English
speaker may pronounce one, two or even three syllables which are shortened to fit this rhythmic pattern.
Therefore, the amount of time it takes to say a sentence does not depend on the number of syllables but
on the number of stressed syllables.
Non-native speakers of English find it extremely difficult to understand what native speakers are
saying because we try to decipher every single syllable as we do in our mother tongue. On the contrary, in
order to be successful in understanding English we must pay more attention to the stress syllables which
will be the ones clearly pronounced and then figure out what the unstressed syllables may say.
English speakers may change the stress in a sentence depending on what they want to highlight.
To this regard the next point also plays an important role since content word are usually more clearly
pronounced whereas grammatical or function words are pronounced faster and less clearly.
1.6.3 Content words vs. Function words
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In English, all words are either content words carrying meaning or function words which are
necessary words for grammatical purposes. In other words, content words give us the most important
information while function words are used to stick those words together. Content words usually correspond
to the stressed syllables.
Function words are a set of 46 words that have both a strong pronunciation and a weak
pronunciation (known as strong and weak forms) depending on their position in the sentence (usually
between stressed syllables but on occasions they can also be stressed, in the case of the strong forms). They
are forms of auxiliary verbs and modals (am, are, be, been, can, could, do, does, had, has, must, shall,
should, was, were, will, would), prepositions (at, for, from, of, to) or others (articles, pronouns, adjectives,
conjunctions and particles: a, an, and, any, as, but, he, her, him, his, me, she, some, than, that, the, them,
there, they, us, we, who, you, your).
1.6.4 Assimilation
It may occur within words or in between different words and consists on one phoneme turning into
a different phoneme. The muscles that produce the sounds take shortcuts producing different sounds than
expected. The new phoneme produced is either more likely to the neighboring sound or the same: /t/ to
/ʧ/ before /ju:/ as in don’t you? /’dəʊnʧʊ/ instead of /’dəʊntju:/.
1.6.5 Juncture
In written English it is not difficult to distinguish between one word and the next, boundaries are
easy to see. However, in spoken English, these boundaries are not clear. That is why two different set of
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words which share the same number and order of sounds may be confused as in the following examples,
since the border of words is unclear:
The next train The next rain
Ice cream I scream
It’s still Monday It’s till Monday
1.6.6 Elision
This phenomenon occurs when a sound disappears in the more careless connected speech, which
is usually faster. English is a language that tends to produce simpler sounds, making words shorter. Both
vowel sounds and consonant sounds can produce elision. An example of an elided vowel sound would be:
Every /’evərɪ/ /evrɪ/
Should have /ʃʊdəv/
Now try to pronounce comfortable, vegetable,…
Mainly /t/ and /d/ are the consonant sounds elided in English, especially in between consonants as
in the next examples:
Next please /nekspli:z/ sandwich /sænwɪtʃ/
1.6.7 Vowel reduction
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The length of long vowels and diphthongs in speech tends to be reduced in unstressed syllables. In
spoken English /i:/ and /u:/ are reduced to /ɪ/ and /ʊ/, and all the rest of vowels usually reduce to the
neutral /ə/, that is why it is the most common sound in English. Let’s remember that the sound /ə/ is the
beginning position for English speakers and it is a neutral vowel which requires no muscular effort to be
produced.
Also, diphthongs tend to reduce their length by dropping the second element of the diphthong and
slightly lengthening the first element. Similarly happens with triphthongs. Within them, the middle sound
is sometimes dropped and it can be even a long vowel if the first element in pronounced long as in:
Fire /faɪə/ /faə/ /fɑː/
1.7 Learning Phonetics: Ways and Techniques
It is important to teach phonetics in classbecause Phonetics is an essential device to acquire the
linguistic skills of oral language: both language comprehension and production.
However, teaching pronunciation should be an integral part of language teaching and learning. We
need to provide a good model of pronunciation in infant and primary schools. This is important because
children are good when imitating and will pick up our model of pronunciation, especially in those cases
where there are differences between the Spanish and the English pronunciation.
Vowels must be learned by listening and imitating. Students have to learn to listen and to articulate
the twelve English vowel sounds.
As English vowels are pronounced in 12 different ways of which only 5 are shared (in Spanish
sounds), it is important that our students sit close to the teacher so they can see how the mouth, lips, teeth
and tongue are placed. This will help them to pronounce correctly those sounds they do not have in their
mother language more efficiently.
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After children are able to pronounce the phoneme/sound, it is very useful to give some examples
of words which include such sound, this way it is easier to remember andmemorise significantly the correct
pronunciation of difficult sounds.
As a reminder, phonemes with words and/or drawings can be hung around the class. As examples,
the Jolly Phonics sounds chart and long and short vowels poster from Teacherspayteachers are attached in
the following pages.
Figure 10: Long and Short Vowels Poster (copyright@teacherspayteachers.com).
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Figure 11: Vowels Sounds Poster by Tweet Resources.
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Figure 12: Blends, Diagraphs and Triphtongs Poster by Tweet Resources.
We can put up the 12 vowels around the class associated with different colours and make use of
different activities such as ‘minimal pairs’. They are pairs of words that differ only in one sound. For
example, ‘sit’ /ɪ/ and ‘seat’ /i:/  or ‘kite’ /k/ and ‘light’ /l/ form minimal pairs.
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Here are some examples of words that form minimal pairs:
/i:/ /ɪ/ /e/ /æ/
eat it bet bat
neat knit met mat
beat bit set sat
seat sit ben ban
eel ill ken can
heel hill den dan
green grin bed bad
teen tin head had
reach rich said sad
sheep ship leg lag
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/əʊ/ /ɔː/ /ɒ/ /ʌ/
so saw Cob cub
low law Rob rub
hole hall Sob sub
bowl ball Cop cup
coal call Pop pup
wrote rot Dock duck
note Not Lock luck
boat bought Stock stuck
coat caught Won one
coast cost Not nut
/ʃ/ /s/ /æ/ /ɒ/
ship sip Cat cot
sheet seat Hat hot
she sea Pat pot
shed said Rat rot
shelf self Cap cop
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shell sell Map mop
shingle single Mass moss
shit sit Math moth
show sew Band bond
fished fist Lack lock
With this procedure, it is possible to list all the English phonemes. So, when teaching pronunciation,
it is advisable to have a group of words, at least one per phoneme as a starting point and to compare the
sound of new words that the students are going to be taught.
Figure 13: Vowel Team Poster (Moffatt, 2013).
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The process of teaching a sound is:
1.- LISTENING to the sound
2.- Sound RECOGNITION
3.- Sound REPRODUCTION
In order to check if our students recognise the studied sound we can use two lists. We read the
words and they indicate whether the pairs of words are the same or different.
For example. Pair of words:
1. bite-kite
2. cat-cat
3. man-men
Box in worksheet:
SAME DIFFERENT
1 X
2 X
3 X
Another exercise can be to put a cross in box 1, 2 or 3 to show which word is different from the
other two.
1. leave – leave – live
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2. sheep - ship - ship
1 2 3
X
X
However, students also need to be able to recognise the sounds in context. Due to this we can
include in the practice pairs of sentences as well as pairs of words.
For example: ‘They are going to live together’ vs. ‘They are going to leave together’
Figure 14:Minimal Pairs in sentences from Silly Set cards.
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The second stage is the production of the sounds in context, initially separated (‘A green bean’) and
next containing both sounds (‘Eat it quickly’). We can use pictures to illustrate the words.
As far as consonants are concerned, we will firstly introduce individual consonants that are
different in the majority of cases to the Spanish ones. For instance, the Spanish ‘d’ is dental whereas the
English one is alveolar.
Many vowels and certain consonants in English present pronunciation difficulties for Spanish
speakers. Some individual sounds can be taught through the imitation of animal noises or by explaining
what should be happening with the tongue, lips and teeth when they pronounce such phoneme. These
phonemes (vowels and consonants) will be taught gradually through the different terms and will be related
to phonemes studied in each didactic unit. So, when giving examples about such phonemes, they will be
about the vocabulary children already know, whenever possible.
It is important to say that we must use activities such as songs and rhymes which appeal to children.
Figure 15: Visuals for Vowels from child1st.com/blog.
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Figure 16: Pronunciation rule song from teachingblogaddict.com.
Figure 17: Pronunciation rule poem from Mrs. TerhuneBlogspot.
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Figure 18: Short vs. Long Vowel Words Classification Template from A Day in First Grade
(2013).
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Here some other examples are shown of different activities, games and resources which can be
taught to teach phonetics and pronunciation of words in infant and primary education.
e.
Figure 19: Long Vowels and Short Vowels to Sort and Read from Liz’s early learning spot
Figure 20: Silent ‘e’ poem (Uzarraga, 2014).
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Figure 21: Long Vowels Poems from The Inspired Apple.
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Figure 22: Bottle Cup CVC Word Building Center from Miss Jiraffe’s Class (2016).
Figure 23: Vowel Sticks from Make, Take & Teach Blog (2012).
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Figure 24: Long I Fry Sort from First Grade Schoolbox Blog (2011).
Figure 25: Clip Vowel Activity from Make, Take & Teach Blog (2013).
Figure 26:Word Families Books from Make, Take & Teach Blog (2013).
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Figure 27:Word Families Sliders from Make, Take & Teach Blog (2013).
Figure 28: Phonics Flip Book from Tania Rae Teaches in Teachers Pay Teachers.
f.
Figure 29: Phonics online game (http://www.starfall.com/n/level-k/index/load.htm?f).
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There are also reading programmes used to teach synthetic phonics such as Jolly Phonics. Jolly
Phonics is a fun and child-centered approach to teaching literacy through synthetic phonics. Through the
use of actions for each of the 42 letter sounds, this multisensory method is very motivating for children and
teachers.
Figure 30: Jolly Phonics Starter Kit Extended.
The letter sounds are split into seven groups. The sounds are taught in a specific order (not
alphabetically). This enables children to begin building words as early as possible.
Figure 31: Jolly Phonics Sounds Phases from Jolly Learning.
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Using a synthetic phonics approach, Jolly Phonics teaches children the five key skills for reading and
writing. These five skills taught in Jolly Phonics are:
● Learning the letter sounds,
● Learning letter formation,
● Blending,
● Segmenting(the identification of the sounds in words ), and
● Tricky words.
The programme continues through school enabling the teaching of essential grammar, spelling and
punctuation skills.
Figure 32: Jolly Phonics Sounds Tricky Words Set from Jolly Learning.
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1.8 The Phonetic Correction
The phonetic correction is a very important element of the oral learning process. However, when
and how do we have to correct our students?
- In the Presentation Stage, oral correction is absolutely essential. We will introduce the
vocabulary and structures clearly and observing the possible difficulties in the
pronunciation of some words or structures and preparing remedial work.
- In the Practice Stage the phonetic correction can be made by means of drills. As we
have seen before they are pairs of words that only differ by one phoneme. So, to
practice sounds, words and sentences we can use the game ‘same or different’. We
say two words or two sentences that have a similar pronunciation and ask students to
say whether they are the same or different.
- In the Consolidation Stage, for instance in a communicative activity they will be
corrected only if they interrupt communication.
On the other hand, we will have to choose a stimulating text to work with. The material used in
class can be: significant pictures, word cards, posters, games, written dialogues, rhymes, songs, stories,
videos, drama plays, etc.
Dialogues and drama are the most appropriate mediums to teach students the pronunciation of
the English language. It is the ideal resource to provide a linguistic and situational context in which the
student can learn new words. First, it is essential to provide students with the necessary listening input.
Once the spoken production has been practiced enough, we have to provide students with enough spoken
interaction, oral language practiced freely, in a non-guided or controlled situation.
In order for dialogues to be efficient and instructional, it is important to meet the following
requirements: authenticity, real situations, short dialogues, form and content.
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2. LITERACY IN THE WORLD. FACTS AND STATISTICS
2.1 Languages in the World.
The answer to the question how many languages in the world are unwritten remains uncertain.
The exact number of unwritten languages is hard to determine. There are listed around 7,000 living
languages, from which half (about 3,500) have a developed writing system.
We do not always know, however, if the existing writing systems are widely used. That is, while an
alphabet may exist, there may not be very many people who are literate and actually using the alphabet.
There is data to indicate that a figure of about 700 reflect the number of languages that are
unwritten. For the remaining approximately 2,800 languages we have no data.
2.2 The origins of the English language.
The Oxford English Dictionary contains full entries for 171,476 words in current use, and 47,156
obsolete words. To this around 9,500 derivative words included as subentries may be added.
This suggests that there are, at the very least, a quarter of a million distinct English words, including
inflections (distinct senses) and words from technical and regional vocabulary, the total would probably
approach three quarters of a million.
How many words are there in the English language? This question is practically impossible to
answer. However, it seems that English has more words than most comparable world languages.
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The reason for this is historical. English was originally a Germanic language, related to Dutch and
Old German, and it shares much of its grammar and basic vocabulary with those languages.
After the Norman Conquest in 1066 it was hugely influenced by Norman French (the language of
the ruling class for a long period), and by Latin, (the language of scholars and of the Church). Very large
numbers of French and Latin words entered the language.
Consequently, English has a much larger vocabulary than either the Germanic languages or the
members of the Romance language family to which French belongs.
English is also very ready to accommodate foreign words due to its own morphology and syntax,
and as it has become an international language, or Lingua Franca, it has absorbed vocabulary from a large
number of other sources.
2.3 The Alphabetic Code.
It has been commonly accepted that the alphabetic code was invented about 5,000 years ago in
ancient Sumeria (today’s Iraq). Scribes achieved to connect each individually spoken sound (phoneme) of
the language to a written symbol. The reason was a need to record the trading transactions.
This new system could be learned by anyone, unlike hieroglyphics, which was some knowledge at
the grasp of only the ruling classes. Along time, this revolutionary writing system has spread with trade to
neighbouring countries and beyond.
The new code adapted to suit the different languages it met. Greek scribes added characters to
represent the vowel sound which was a key event in the evolution of the alphabet, which resulted in a more
transparent and straightforward alphabet. It is the foundation for what we use in modern European
languages today.
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2.4 Written English.
The code reached England in the form of Latin (it was the written language of the Court and
Church). In the 7th century, Christian missionaries used Latin alphabetic letters to represent the sounds of
the English language.
However, spoken English contained sounds for which there was no Latin equivalent: /w/. For
writing the /w/ sound an extra ‘u’ was added to become ‘double u’
This ingenious approach was repeated over the centuries to capture other sounds unique of the
English Language.
By the 12th century, with the Norman French the English language was an amalgamation of many
languages. There were far more uttered sounds than could be written with the 23 or 24 existing letters.
As before, the extra sounds were included in the written code by pairing single alphabet letters.
Then‘s’ and ‘h’ were combined to represent the /sh/ sound and ‘o’ and ‘i’ were also combined to represent
the /oi/ sound. Pairs of letters are known as digraphs. By using them, English speakers were able to
represent the 44 basic sounds of their language in print.
However, to complicate things a bit more, the sounds of the English language changed over the
centuries so that spelling no longer reliably matched the sounds of the words uttered making written
English more complex and opaque.
English is harder to learn than many other languages, because the relationship between sounds
and letters is more complex than in languages such as Finnish, Greek or German
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2.5 Reading and Writing Teaching Methods. Historical Review.
2.5.1 The Alphabetic Method
Used by the Pilgrims in America as well as in England until the mid-1800´s. Children were first taught
the letters of the alphabet.
Then, extensive and intensive learning of all the vowel-consonant (VC) syllables (ab, ac, ad,…) then
all the consonant-vowel (CV) words (ba, be, bi,…) which was exhausting. Then the CVC words were learnt
followed by the four and five-letter words in a tedious way.
This approach was effective but unnecessarily too demanding. It treated English language as a
‘syllabary’ language as some languages are. However, English has too many syllables to be learnt easily this
way.
2.5.2 The Word Method (also Whole Word Method)
As the 19th century progressed in Europe, teachers experimented with teaching words related to
real objects, so children would immediately connect reading with meaning.
European teachers rapidly started teaching the sound-symbol correspondences of the language. A
new philosophy was spreading, a philosophy in which childhood was viewed as a special time, a period in
which a child should be encouraged and cultivated.
American observers were highly influenced but misguided, they failed to realise that this approach
was only used to introduce the concept of reading and to induce children to read.
This approach also known as the ‘whole word method’ slowly prevailed and was established by the
1930’s and 1940’s. Children were taught to read whole words on sight, expected to recognise and
pronounce a word, without first having broken the word into its component letter sounds.
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Phonics, the connection between the sounds of the language and their graphic representation was
taught much later to help challenging unknown words. Already in the mid 1850’s the adverse effects of the
word method were being distinguished.
The method in short was described as ‘slow and tedious’ a description formerly levelled at the prior
alphabetic method. Worse were the poor reading and spelling standards that accompanied children as they
moved up through the grades. By the end of 3rd grade, average children could read no more than 1,500
words which was insufficient for reading the Bible as expected in Colonial times in America
There were intentions to improve efficacy of reading instruction but the fundamental
disagreements about how it could be best achieved continue to this day.
2.5.3 The Whole Language Method
By the mid-20th century there was general awareness that literacy rates were declining in American
schools. In 1955, Rudolf Flesch published his polemic book against whole-word, meaning-based approach
to readingWhy Johnny Can’t Read. It provided a phonic-based alternative for parents.
Phonics was incorporated. Children were taught a core of sight words and then introduced to
phonics by analysing words already known (analytic phonics). Sounds taught were limited to those of the
26 letters of the alphabet.
Ken and Yetta Goodman developed their own system in the US. It was a reaction to the literacy
environment within schools. Real books with no restricted controlled vocabulary beautifully illustrated with
rich language was put into hands of young children. It was more in tune with the new child-centered
philosophy in education in the US and England.
Young readers are taught a core of sight words, rather than the alphabetic code as the basis for
reading language.
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With the help of the teacher (a facilitator) the child is encouraged to guess unknown words by
reference to the syntax and context mainly and as a secondary way from the graphic appearance (the three-
cueing system).
According to Goodman (still an active proponent of the Whole Language Method), reading is a
psycholinguistic guessing game in which getting meaning from the text is more important than accuracy.
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3. REPORTS ON LITERACY
3.1 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
By 1992 the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported the poor literacy skills
amongst nation’s children with 40% of them reading below a ‘basic’ level and 8% not included in the data
Nearly half of the nation’s students lacked the minimal knowledge and skills required for grade-
level learning. Few educators began to include more phonics in their reading classes both in the US and in
the UK but mostly used the more familiar analytic approach
This combination of analytic phonics and Whole Language became known as Balanced Reading.
Phonics was restricted to the sounds of the written alphabet and taught only after students had first learned
the names of the letters.
At the same time, other strategies were combined, such as learning a core of sight-words, using
context and syntax to determine unknown words, using rhyming and sound patterns to learn phonemic
awareness, and using repetitive pattern books to practice fluency in reading. This approach has been used
in most American schools from the mid 1990’s to this day.
3.2 The National Literacy Strategy (US) and Bruce Report (UK)
Balanced Reading was introduced in the UK in 1998 when the government was also concerned
about the poor literacy and recommended its NLS. This strategy suggested that children in primary schools
should have an hour of literacy a day, fifteen minutes of which should be phonics (the importance of phonics
was marginalized).
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Despite this fact, literacy rates did increase from 65% to 80% by 2003. However, the progress
stopped then and there was an increase of underachievement with children of lower socioeconomic status
performing worse.
At this stage the influential National Reading Panel in the US (2000) and Brook’s report in England
(2003) confirmed the importance of teaching phonics. However, these two did not determine which kind
of phonics was more effective, analytic or synthetic.
3.3 The Clackmannanshire Study (UK)
The results of an evidence-based seven-year research in Clackmannanshire, Scotland were released
in 2005. Analytic and synthetic phonics as beginning Reading methods, in a low socioeconomic area of
Scotland was followed until the children’s seventh year of schooling.
The synthetic-phonics trained students were three and a half years ahead of the average Scottish
child in decoding ability, one year and eight months ahead in spelling and three and a half months above
grade level in comprehension ability. However, surprisingly boys did significantly better in reading than
girls.
The researchers concluded that first and fast introduction of synthetic phonics Works best for
beginner readers, and has lasting effects over the students’ school careers (Johnston and Watson 2005).
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3.4 Jim Rose Report (UK)
The English government was so impressed that ordered the Rose Report. It recommended that
synthetic phonics teaching should begin immediately upon school entry, and should be used instead of all
other methods.
The Government supported this by freely distributing their own synthetic-phonics program Letters
and Sounds, accompanied by professional training.
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4. TEACHING PHONICS
4.1 Analytic vs Synthetic phonics.
According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, phonics is ‘a method of teaching beginners to read
and pronounce words by learning the phonetic value of letters, letter groups, and especially syllables’.
Nowadays, there are two main methods to teach children read and pronounce words in English,
namely, analytic and synthetic phonics.
In order to understand the difference between analytic and synthetic phonics it is necessary to
understand the methodology for reading behind each one of them.
On the one hand, traditionally, children were taught to read using ‘analytic phonics’. This method
is based on children ‘analysing a word’, recognising the whole word. Due to the usage of this method, it is
no surprise that in the USA, Australia and the UK there are significant numbers of children failing to learn
to read; 38%, 20% and 20% respectively! (data obtained from http://www.getreadingright.com.au/analytic-
phonics-vs-synthetic-phonics/).
Synthetic Phonics, on the other hand, involves the synthesising or blending of phonemes to make
a word, no guessing involved, enabling children to read.
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In the following chart, the differences between analytic and synthetic phonics can be observed:
ANALYTIC PHONICS SYNTHETIC PHONICS
Importance of each
sound
Emphasis on the initial sound, e.g. the /s/ of
‘sun’. This rule works for short words but is
problematic for longer words and encourages
guessing as an initial reading strategy.
Each phoneme, in every position is important.
We care about the ‘s’ as much as the ‘u’ and
the ‘n’.
Position Emphasis on initial sounds, onset, rhyme andword families.
Emphasis on hearing and identifying the
phonemes in all positions.
Speed Slow. It can be as slow as 1 sound a week. Thisunnecessarily delays reading progress.
Fast. 8 sounds over 2 weeks, getting children
reading right away.
Spelling
Spelling is tackled separately. Children are taught that the alphabetic code is
reversible; if you can read a word you can
spell it.
Role of guessing
Encourages guessing. The emphasis is on the
initial sound, e.g. the ‘s’ of sun. Works for short
words that can be guessed but in longer words
is much more difficult.
The English language is far more logical than
people first believe. It doesn’t need guessing
for successful reading and spelling, it just
needs systematic teaching.
Role of the alphabet
The alphabet is central to analytic phonics –
concentrating on those 26 letters and their
corresponding sounds. Think about these
words: ‘place’, ‘kiss’ and ‘sell’. All words have
an /s/ phoneme but have different spellings.
The letter names are not taught initially.
Children are learning 44 phonemes and how
each can be represented. This enables
children, when they come across: ‘place’, ‘kiss’
and ‘sell’, to understand that phonemes /s/
can have many spelling choices: ‘ce’, ‘ss’ and
‘s’.
Exceptions to the rule
There are too many exceptions to rules. There are minimal exceptions. Get Reading
Right manages irregular, high frequency
words in a child-friendly manner.
The pronunciation of
the sounds
Sounds were often taught incorrectly, e.g. ‘s’
was taught as the sound ‘suh’, not the correct
pronunciation ‘ssssss’. Blending doesn’t work as
easily with incorrect pronunciation.
Synthetic Phonics places much emphasis on
the teachers pronouncing the phonemes
correctly.
Figure 33: The differences between Analytic vs Synthetic Phonics
(http://www.getreadingright.com.au/analytic-phonics-vs-synthetic-phonics/).
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Another way of being aware of the differences between analytic and synthetic phonics is checking
on each methodology teaching principles.
ANALYTIC PHONICS TEACHING PRINCIPLES
● starts with a whole word sight vocabulary and reading books.
● uses picture, ini al le er and context cues for word recogni on.
● uses text that has a repe ve sentence – the picture gives the clue for the new introduced word(s).
● gradually introduces the alphabet le er sounds to enable the ini al le er to help with word iden ﬁca on.
● segmen ng and blending are demonstrated away from text – if it is done at all.
● digraphs are rarely taught.
● keyword sight vocabulary – memorised visually.
● blending used as the last strategy instead of the ﬁrst strategy.
● word pa erns covered at a later stage.
SYNTHETIC PHONICS TEACHING PRINCIPLES
● used in countries like Germany and Austria – the alphabetic code is taught before expecting children to read books.
● teaches alphabet le er sounds at a quick pace and how to blend them for reading e.g. c-a-t is cat, b-u-s is bus, s-t-o-p
is stop etc.
● teaches phonemic awareness so that all the sounds in words can be iden ﬁed and written e.g. cat is c-a-t, bus is b-u-
s, and stop is s-t-o-p etc.
● teaches main digraphs – blending and segmenting regular words with digraphs e.g. sheep, boil, chart etc.
● teaches tricky words – blending and learning the 'tricky' part.
● uses decodable texts initially – a free choice of books is given when there is fluency in the reading and an ability to
work out unknown words easily.
● has blending as the ﬁrst strategy for reading unknown words.
● word pa erns covered at a later stage – for spelling rather than for reading.
Figure 34: Analytic & Synthetic Phonics Teaching Principles Differences (Lloyd, n.d.).
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One of the most outstanding differences between these two reading methods is the order in which
letters are taught. While the analytical method follows the traditional abc order, the synthetic method has
created a more significant (accumulative) order to teach children read letters and words. This difference can be
appreciated in the following posters.
Figure 35: Analytic letter teaching order by cargocollective.com.
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Figure 36: Synthetic letter teaching order (Jolly Phonics, n.d.).
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4.2 Literacy Skills.
Following the synthetic method for reading, five basic skills need to be taught when teaching
children literacy. These 5 basic skills are shown in the following chart and explained next in depth.
SYNTHETIC PHONICS 5 LITERACY SKILLS
Letter Sounds Learning Letter-Sound Relation
Letter Formation Learning Letter Formation
Blending Learning Blending for Reading
Identifying the sounds in words Segmenting words for writing
Tricky Words Learning Tricky Words
-Figure 37: Synthetic (Jolly) Phonics 5 Literacy Skills.
Although the teaching of reading is separated into five literacy skills, following the synthetic
method, the first four skills are taught simultaneously from the beginning and the fifth one (tricky words) is
introduced after the four previous skills have been practiced for a while and assimilated.
4.2.1 Letter Sounds
In synthetic phonics, the 42 main sounds of English are taught, not just the alphabet letters. The
sounds are divided in seven groups. Some sounds are written with two letters, and these are called
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digraphs. Some digraphs can each make two different sounds, so to distinguish between these two sounds,
the digraph is represented in two different forms as it is shown in the chart below.
SYNTHETIC PHONICS 7 SOUNDS GROUPS
1 s,  a,   t,  i,  p,  n
2 c k,  e,  h,  r,  m,  d
3 g,  o,  u,  l,  f,  b
4 ai,   j, oa,   ie,  ee,  or
5 z,  w,  ng,   v,  oo,   oo
6 y,  x,  ch,  sh,  th,  th
7 qu,   ou,   oi,  ue,  er,  ar
Figure 38: Jolly (Synthetic) Phonics 7 Sounds Groups.
Each sound has a different action (body movement) to help children remember each letter in a
significant way, as for example letters s and a shown below.
Figure 39: Jolly Phonics ‘s’ and ‘a’ sound actions.
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As the child progresses learning different sounds, letters can be pointed to see how quickly children
remember them doing the actions and saying the sounds. One letter sound can be taught each day and
when the child becomes more confident, actions are not necessary.  Next, the actions to represent each
sound according to Jolly Phonics are explained.
ACTIONS FOR LETTERS
s Weave hand in an s shape, like a snake, and say ssssss.
a Wiggle fingers above elbow as if ants crawling on you and say a, a, a.
p Pretend to puff out candles and say p, p, p.
t Turn head from side to side as if watching tennis and say t, t, t.
i Pretend to be a mouse by wriggling fingers at end of nose and squeak i, i, i.
n Make a noise, as if you are a plane - hold arms out and say nnnnnn
c k Raise hands and snap fingers as if playing castanets and say ck, ck, ck.
e Pretend to tap an egg on the side of a pan and crack it into the pan, saying eh, eh, eh.
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r Pretend to be a puppy holding a piece of rag, shaking head from side to side, and say rrrrrr
h Hold hand in front of mouth panting as if you are out of breath and say h, h, h
m Rub tummy as if seeing tasty food and say mmmmmm.
d Beat hands up and down as if playing a drum and say d, d, d
g Spiral hand down, as if water going down the drain, and say g, g, g.
o Pretend to turn light switch on and off and say o, o; o, o.
l Pretend to be a lollipop and say llllll
u Pretend to be putting up an umbrella and say u, u, u.
f Let hands gently come together as if toy fish deflating, and say ffffff
b Pretend to hit a ball with a bat and say b, b, b
ai Cup hand over ear and say ai, ai, ai
ie Stand to attention and salute, saying ie, ie
j Pretend to wobble on a plate and say j, j, j.
71
oa Bring hand over mouth as if you have done something wrong and say oh!
ee or Put hands on head as if ears on a donkey and say Eeyore, Eeyore
z Put arms out at sides and pretend to be a bee, saying zzzzzz.
w Blow on to open hand, as if you are the wind, and say wh, wh, wh.
v Pretend to be holding the steering wheel of a van and say vvvvvv.
ng Imagine you are a weightlifter, and pretend to lift a heavy weight above your head, saying ng...
oooo Move head back and forth as if it is the cuckoo in a cuckoo clock, saying u, oo; u, oo. (Little and
long oo.).
y Pretend to be eating a yoghurt and say y, y, y.
x Pretend to take an x-ray of someone with a camera and say ks, ks, ks.
sh Place index finger over lips and say shshsh
ch Move arms at sides as if you are a train and say ch, ch, ch
thth Pretend to be naughty clowns and stick out tongue a little for the th, and further for the th
sound (this and thumb).
qu Make a duck’s beak with your hands and say qu, qu, qu
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ou Pretend your finger is a needle and prick thumb saying ou, ou, ou.
oi Cup hands around mouth and shout to another boat saying oi! ship ahoy!
ue Point to people around you and say you, you, you.
er Roll hands over each other like a mixer and say ererer.
ar Open mouth wide and say ah. (British English)
Flap hands as if a seal and say ar, ar, ar. (Nth Am English).
Figure 40: Jolly(Synthetic) Phonics Actions for Letter(s) (Jolly Phonics Parents Guide).
In synthetic phonics, children learn each letter by its sound, not its name. This helps when blending.
Once children know how to pronounce all English sounds, they are ready to learn the names of each letter
(abc).
As explained before, the letters are not introduced in alphabetical order, but following a more
significant criterion: Letters which in combination, enable children creating more words go first. Because of
this the first group of letters is ‘s, a, t, i, p, n’, as they make more three-letter words than any other six
letters combination. Letters b and d are introduced in different groups to help students avoid confusion.
Some examples of words written with letters from the first group is shown in the chart below.
Group 1 words
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sit it Spat
pan tap Pit
tip pip Sip
sat at Tin
in spin Pant
ant nap Tan
pat an Spit
snip pin Nip
sap its Span
snap sin Stint
Figure 41: Jolly Phonics Group 1 words chart example.
When sounds have more than one way of being written, initially only one form is taught and later
the alternatives follow.
4.2.2 Letter Formation
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A child needs to write each letter the correct way. The letter c is introduced in the early stages as
its shape is the base of some other letters, such as ‘a’. The direction in which children practice graphomotor
skills has to be controlled, as some problems may arise.  It’s advisable to remember that no letter starts on
the baseline.
Figure 42: Letter Formation Poster (Lambe, 2011).
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Once the child has had enough practice, it is necessary to introduce joined-up (cursive) writing,
because this helps the fluency of writing and improves spelling. It is easier to remember the correct spelling
of words when they are written in only one movement.
Figure 43: Child cursive handwriting sample (from http://ochandwriting.com/handwriting_samples.html).
4.2.3 Blending
Blending is the process of saying the individual sounds in a word and then reading them together
to make the word. This technique is necessary to teach children read correctly, and it improves with
practice. When reading a word, the child has to be able to relate each letter with its sound and say them
sharp and quick. After some repetitions of blending a word, eventually the child comes up with the whole
word pronunciation. Some children take longer than others and usually boys achieve it earlier than girls.
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As digraphs are represented by two letters, it is necessary to remind children to read the digraph
and not the individual letters. After some practice, they are able to do it by themselves. So, a word like ‘nail’
should be sounded out ‘n-ai-l’, and ‘see’ as ‘s-ee’. This is difficult at the beginning and it takes a lot of
practice, but after a while, children remember and acquire it.
Figure 44: Synthetic Phonics Letter & Digraph Blending
(https://www.whatihavelearnedteaching.com/product/blending-cards/).
It is necessary for children to be able to distinguish between a blend (such as ‘tr’) and a digraph
(such as ‘th’). In a blend the two sounds which form it (t and r, for example) can each be heard. In a digraph
this does not happen. Compare train (where both the ‘t’ and the ‘r’ sound) and teeth (in which ‘t+h’ have
only one sound /z/). When saying a blend, it is advisable to encourage children to say the two sounds as
one unit, this will lead them to acquire greater fluency when reading.
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Many words in English have an irregular spelling and cannot be read by blending, (for example ‘was’
and ‘one’). In these cases, the irregular parts have to be remembered and memorised, as there are no rules
to help children with the irregularities of English language. These words are called the ‘tricky words’ in the
Jolly Phonicsmethodology.
4.2.4 Segmenting
When trying to know how a word is spelt, the easiest way is to listen for the sounds in that word.
This can even help with many of the tricky words, as an understanding of the letter sounds always help.
In order to start, it is advisable to ask the child to listen for the first sound in a word, as it is the
easiest one, then to try listening for the end sounds, and finally ask to listen for the middle sound of a word,
as these ones are the hardest to hear. Games like I-Spy are great fun for practicing this.
Children should start segmenting simple three-letter words such as bat or nap. It is advisable to tap
out the sounds of the words, so the child realizes that each tap is a sound. It is necessary to be very careful
with digraphs, as one tap represents two letters. The word ship, for example, has four letters but only three
sounds, sh-i-p.
Figure 44:Word Segmenting Ideas (Mernagh, 2013).
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Rhyming games and poems are also very useful to help tune the ears to the sounds in words.
Following the Jolly Phonicsmethodology, other games to play can be:
a) Adding a sound to a given word to obtain a new word: what do I get if I add a p to the beginning of ‘ear’?
Answer: ‘pear’.
b) Taking away a sound from a given word to obtain a new word: what do I get if I take away p from ‘pear’?
Answer: ‘ear’.
4.2.5 Tricky Words
‘Tricky Words’ are phonetically irregular high frequency words often also called common exception
words. This is the reason why students have to remember their correct pronunciation without using the
rules. For this to happen, it is necessary that children practice a lot as once they have enough knowledge or
the code to read, the child will read the word automatically and the word will not be tricky any more.
There are many ways of learning and practicing spelling tricky words:
1) Look, Cover, Write and Check. Look at the word to see which bit is tricky. Ask the child to try writing
the word in the air saying the letters. Cover the word over and see if the child can write it correctly.
Check to make sure.
2) Say it as it sounds. Say the word so each sound is heard. For example, the word was is said as ‘wass’,
to rhyme with mass, the wordMonday is said as ‘M-on-day’.
3) Mnemonics. The initial letter of each word in a saying gives the correct spelling of a word. For
example, laugh - Laugh At Ugly Goat’s Hair.
79
4) Using joined-up (cursive) writing also improves spelling (Jolly Phonics, n.d.).
Figure 45: Roll, Read, Cover, Win! Bingo Card (Mernagh, 2014).
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